
Overview
The horse’s large intestine absorbs large 

volumes of fluid from the bowel—up to 
100 liters per day.1 When a situation arises 
that interferes with fluid absorption from 
the large colon, fluid passes quickly from 
the body to increase the water content of 
the feces, resulting in diarrhea. Diarrhea 
ranges in consistency from a soft, cow-pie 
plop to projectile, watery feces. 

Any circumstance that upsets normal 
intestinal flora (microbes) of the large co-
lon can create a chain of events leading to 
intestinal fluid losses. Inflammation of the 
small or large intestine also might generate 
copious secretions of fluid into the bowel 
in excess of what can be  reabsorbed. 

Mild cases of soft stools are not neces-
sarily cause for alarm, because some fluid 
loss can be replenished through water and 
food consumption. However, if your horse 
experiences frequent watery stools, he can 
rapidly succumb to ongoing dehydration 
and electrolyte imbalances. 

Causes of Diarrhea
Equine diarrhea occurs due to distur-

bances to normal intestinal flora and/
or gut motility disturbances, which can 
hinder proper digestion and function. In 
about 60% of adult horse diarrhea cases, 
the originating cause isn’t identified.2 

When infectious organisms such as vi-
ruses, bacteria (most often Salmonella, 
Escherichia coli, Clostridium difficile,3 and 
Neorickettsia risticii3,4) or parasites (e.g., en-
cysted small strongyle parasites, or cyathos-
tomiasis1), invade the bowel lining, this sets 
up inflammatory conditions for diarrhea. 

Noninfectious causes of diarrhea dam-
age the intestinal epithelium and disrupt 
proper transport mechanisms for absorp-
tion. These might include:
■  Mucosal irritation due to sand accumu-

lation in the bowel or from coarse feed. 
■  Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 

(NSAIDs) such as phenylbutazone and 
flunixin meglumine can cause ulcerative 
colitis (inflammation of the colon), re-
sulting in protein-losing  diarrhea.1,6 

■  Antibiotic-associated diarrhea3—some 
commonly used antibiotics kill off nor-
mal flora with subsequent intestinal 
overgrowth of C. difficile, C. perfringens, 
and/or Salmonella spp. 
Conditions that alter bowel motility are 

important causes of fluid loss through the 
intestinal tract—transit time of ingested 
feed typically speeds up, reducing con-
tact time for fluid reabsorption.1 Motility 
changes don’t always elicit extra fluid se-
cretion; however, when the bowel acts like 
an “open” pipe, nonabsorbed fluid passes 
through as diarrhea. Some bacterial toxins 
adversely affect intestinal motility as do 
nutritional sources such as carbohydrate 
(grain) overload that alters intestinal flora 
and compromises efficiency of digestion.

Excessive loss of fluids and electrolytes 
through the bowel can create serious 
whole-body fluid shifts, leading to dehy-
dration along with electrolyte and acid-
base imbalances in the diarrheic horse.

Foal Diarrhea
Foal diarrhea is especially concerning 

and can be fatal without prompt treatment. 
In weanlings, bacterial infection with Law-
sonia intracellularis causes contagious 
equine proliferative enteropathy (EPE).5 
Small intestinal inflammation produced 
by this organism results in protein-losing 
diarrhea. An affected foal presents with ab-
dominal and limb edema (fluid swelling), 
fever, lack of appetite, weight loss, and oc-
casionally colic. The prognosis for foals 
treated with appropriate antimicrobial 
therapy, however, is good. 

Another common cause of foal diarrhea 
occurs in conjunction with a mare’s first 
post-foaling estrus cycle (foal heat). These 
foals continue to act normally; diarrhea is 
usually short-lived and self-limiting. 

Foals also are subject to diarrhea result-
ing from sand ingestion, internal parasites, 
and rotavirus or bacterial enterocolitis (in-
flammation of the small intestine and co-
lon) caused by Salmonella, toxin- producing 
C. perfringens, C. difficile, and Rhodococcus 
equi. Diarrhea might also occur due to 
severe inflammatory response syndrome 
(SIRS) with an umbilical infection or gen-
eralized bacterial infection ( septicemia).

Evaluation and Testing
Because causes of diarrhea range from 

mildly self-limiting to serious and life-
threatening, consult your veterinarian im-
mediately upon recognition of a problem. 
Consistent clinical evaluation of a horse’s 
vital signs helps determine the severity of 
diarrhea. A depressed, febrile (feverish) 
horse that is off feed, has abnormal mucous 
membrane color and poor capillary refill, 
and a rapid pulse with or without signs of 
colic or laminitis needs urgent care. 

Other tests for diarrhea causes  include:
■  Blood testing for N. risticii in areas where 

Potomac horse fever is  present.
■  Fecal cultures taken on five consecutive 
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Abnormally soft or runny feces in a horse can be cause for concern

A veterinarian might treat moderate to severe 
diarrhea with isotonic intravenous fluid replace-
ment to maintain hydration and  electrolytes.
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days can help reveal Salmonella over-
growth in the bowel. 

■  Fecal testing for C. perfringens or C. dif-
ficile toxin A; early intervention decreas-
es morbidity (illness) and fatality.7 

■  For foals, a human Dipstick rapid anti-
gen detection test is available to test stall 
side for rotavirus.
For noninfectious diarrhea, a fecal flota-

tion can be performed to evaluate the de-
gree and type of parasite infestation, and 
feces can be checked for sand. In all cases, 
complete blood count and chemistry panel 
results can help identify the seriousness of 
secondary effects related to fluid, electro-
lyte, and protein losses in watery stools.

Treatment and Control
A key component to treating moderate 

to severe diarrhea is the use of isotonic in-
travenous fluid replacement to maintain 
hydration and electrolytes, and to cor-
rect acid-base imbalances. Intravenous 
plasma replacement restores proteins and 
provides the horse with immunoglobulins 
( infection-fighting  antibodies). 

Oral intestinal protectants such as bis-
muth subsalicylate, activated charcoal, or 

di-tri-octahedral (DTO) smectite can be 
used to reduce toxin uptake through the 
permeable bowel lining.

Analgesics (pain relievers) such as 
NSAIDs are used to control pain and di-
minish adverse effects of endotoxin. Other 
medications such as polymyxin B, DMSO, 
or pentoxyfylline also can be administered 
to limit the effects of endotoxin on the body 
and perhaps reduce the incidence of sec-
ondary complications such as  laminitis. 

Management approaches to prevent di-
arrhea include modifying feeding practices 
to curtail sand ingestion. Also provide your 
horse with good-quality forage and routine 
dental care to avoid bowel irritation relat-
ed to coarse or poorly chewed feed.

Strict biosecurity measures should be 
enforced at all times when dealing with a 
horse with diarrhea to prevent spread of 
infectious organisms. A horse with diar-
rhea should be stabled in isolation for at 
least 30 days.8 Other strategies to control 
diarrhea outbreaks on a farm include stall 
and barn disinfection and rodent control. 
Work with your veterinarian to create a 
farm environment that keeps your horse’s 
intestines robust and healthy. h
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Digestive Support Every Step of the Way

Platinum Performance® Equine   
Recommended for healthy gastrointestinal function

Platinum Performance® Equine + Bio-Sponge™ (Paste or Powder)
Recommended for support during intestinal disturbances

Bio-Sponge™ is an intestinal protectant designed to help support healthy intestinal function in adult 

horses and foals. This formula has substantial capacity to adsorb toxins, viruses, bacteria and free 

radicals that can cause diarrhea in the horse. In fact, several university studies showed that Bio-Sponge™ 

adsorbed 99% of clostridium dificile and clostridium perfringens toxins in vitro.

Supports Healthy Digestive Function
 in Horses with Chronic Diarrhea

Advanced Support During 
Intestinal Disturbances

Supports Digestive Efficiency

Recommended Platinum Performance® Products for Digestive Health
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Contact a Platinum Advisor to learn more about Platinum Performance® formulas that support 

Digestive Health. Call 1-800-553-2400 or visit our website at www.PlatinumPerformance.com.
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